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FIGURE 3.1 Five Black offcers of the Women’s League in Newport, Rhode Island, c. 1899. Mary Dickerson
(1830–1914) and her husband, Silas, moved to Newport, Rhode Island, around 1865. Empowered by literacy, Mary
had founded a dressmaking business by 1872, and she helped found the New England Federation of Colored
Women’s Clubs (later renamed the Northeastern Federation), which is still active, in 1896 and the Rhode Island
Union of Colored Women’s Clubs in 1903. The women pictured, among others, are credited with “an inherited
interest in social questions and a . . . spirit and pride” that contributed to social equality and justice, including the
empowerment of women through the right to vote. For more information, read Mary Dickerson‘s obituary
(https://openstax.org/r/obituary). (credit: “Five female Negro offcers of Women’s League, Newport, R.I.” by Library
of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Public Domain)
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INTRODUCTION “Literacy is now understood as a means of . . . communication in an increasingly digital, textmediated, information-rich, and fast-changing world,” according to UNESCO. The literacy narrative is a genre
that provides an account of an individual or a member of a community and their experience with learning.
Combining the broad defnition of literacy with the term narrative, or storytelling, produces the literacy
narrative: a story that provides an account of a learning experience. As you begin to refect on what it means to
learn, particularly in a college setting, this chapter will guide you through an exploration of the various
features of the literacy narrative genre to prepare you to write one of your own.
One path to becoming familiar with the language of higher institutional learning, or the academy, is what
professors like to call entering the academic discourse community. This phrase means that you begin to refect
on the experiences that have laid the path for your admission to this new community. In the traditional sense,
when talking about literacy, people think of reading and writing. However, in the modern multimedia and
kinesthetic world, the defnition of literacy has been expanded to mean “competence in communication,”
including a multitude of methods, modes, and texts. This emerging defnition means that literacy includes the
abilities to compose and interpret messages using images, visual arrangements, spoken words, and other
modes beyond simple written texts. People are considered literate in almost any concentrated area in which
they demonstrate knowledge and communicate profciently.

FIGURE 3.2 In fact, literacy may no longer involve physical pages of paper. (credit: “Woman working on iPad“ by
Marco Verch/flickr, CC BY 2.0)
Having this broad understanding of literacy allows individuals to think about the genre, or writing type, of the
literacy narrative in many ways: ways that are textual, musical, digital, social, communal—the list continues.
What scholars know for certain is that literacy involves individual as well as community engagement. One does
not achieve literacy through isolation but rather as a result of active engagements with members of
communities.

3.1 Identity and Expression
LEARNING OUTCOMES
By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Use reading and composing for inquiry, learning, critical thinking, and communicating.
• Discern the nature of identity in various rhetorical and cultural contexts.
You likely express your identity, or ideas about who you are, through language. The language you use also
signals the ways in which you are rooted in specifc culture, or groups of people who share common beliefs
and lived experiences. Because the ways in which people speak and write are closely intertwined with their
self-images and community affliations, you can think, communicate, and interact most freely with others by
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using your personal idiolect—that is, your individual way of speaking and writing—which is based in cultural
language use. This section examines a few myths about language use and explores some productive ways to
think about language and communication.

FIGURE 3.3 Various language families in Europe (credit: “Indo-European languages” by Servitje/Wikimedia
Commons, Public Domain)

Language and Identity
As members of different communities, most Americans speak and write in a number of English varieties
without even thinking about doing so. Like others, you generally speak differently with friends than you do
with elders. You usually use different types of language when texting on your phone than when writing a
professional email. As you make these communication choices based on different settings and audiences, you
signal your identity and culture through word choice, sentence structure, and use of language in specifc
situations. For example, when speaking with friends, you may engage in wordplay to show identifcation with
the group. On the other hand, you may speak with respect to elders to show an identity as a well-mannered
younger relative, and you may use a standard email format to show a professional identity. If you speak other
languages, you may fnd yourself freely switching between English and those other languages when conversing
with people who share the same linguistic abilities; these shifts from one language to another showcase your
identity as a multilingual person. As author Gloria Anzaldúa (1942–2004) writes in Borderlands / La Frontera,
“I will no longer be made to feel ashamed of existing. I will have my voice: Indian, Spanish, white” (59).
Every time you communicate, you signal some aspect of your identity. In the same way that everyone has
multiple, intersecting identities, everyone has multiple ways of expressing themselves through language. As
members of a multiethnic, multicultural society, everyone should recognize and respect these personal ways
of communicating, which are integral to a shared human experience.
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FIGURE 3.4 Many view the world as a global village, which contains many language identities. (credit: “Anonymous
globe of flags” by Wikimedia Commons, CC0)

Expressing Identity in Writing
Even though individuals speak and write effectively using different varieties of English, many people
nevertheless believe that one standard, “proper” English variety exists and that this “correct” way of speaking
and writing should be used universally in all settings. This viewpoint considers varieties of English outside the
imagined norm to be “wrong,” “bad,” or “substandard.” For example, speakers of some southern U.S. English
varieties are often judged as “poor” or “unintelligent.” Similarly, people who speak English with the accent of
another language may be incorrectly assumed to be illiterate. If you speak and write using one of those
undervalued English varieties, others may have judged you for your language use or told you that your writing
is “wrong.” Even without such judgment, you may have felt apprehensive when sharing your writing with
others; you may still fear a harsh assessment, or you may feel vulnerable when others read your compositions.
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FIGURE 3.5 Leaders of the Writing in a Foreign Language panel at Finncon 2013 (credit: “Writing in a foreign
language at Finncon 2013” by Henry So?derlund/ Wikimedia Commons, CC BY 3.0)
The truth is that people speak and write in different ways for different rhetorical situation, or instances of
communication. People in different communities and professions employ distinct kinds of English. You
already use different varieties of English in different parts of your life; as you progress through college and into
your career, you will learn the language expectations for the rhetorical situations you will encounter in those
spaces. In learning these expectations, you will gain new identities. For example, you may become someone
who knows how to write an exemplary lab report, you could develop an identity as an emerging researcher in
any number of felds, or you may simply become someone who is comfortable letting other people read your
writing. These new linguistic identities do not need to replace language use in other areas of your life. For
instance, you should not feel the need to use a different form of grammar or punctuation in your social media
posts. You should feel comfortable using your familiar English varieties in familiar rhetorical situations while,
if needed, using new varieties of English you may learn in the new rhetorical situations you encounter.
Additionally, you can and should seek out opportunities to use your familiar, nonacademic English varieties in
academic and professional settings when you feel it is appropriate and aligns with the expectations of your
instructor or employer.
Because people write in many different settings for many reasons, no particular English variety is appropriate
for all writing tasks. As you become more familiar with the different ways English is used in different settings
and communities, you can choose which variety to draw on in each rhetorical situation. You also may choose
whether to meet or to disrupt the expectations of the people you are communicating with. In making these
choices, you will rely on your existing literacies as well as newly learned ones.

3.2 Trailblazer
Literacy Narrative Trailblazer: Tara Westover
LEARNING OUTCOMES
By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Use reading for inquiry, learning, critical thinking, and communicating.
• Identify various types of literacy in the context of a literacy narrative.
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FIGURE 3.6 The Book of Mormon was the basis of one

“We are all more
complicated than the
role we are assigned
in stories.”

of Tara Westover’s (https://openstax.org/r/Tara) early
literacies. (credit: “The Book of Mormon” by Tony
Webster/flickr, CC BY 2.0)

Being Educated
In her 2018 best seller, Educated: A Memoir, Tara Westover (b. 1986) considers the effects of academic and
nonacademic literacies in her life. She also contemplates the ways in which identifcation with certain
literacies can both create and disturb an individual’s relationships and community memberships. While
Educated addresses a variety of themes, including the tensions that family members must confront when they
disagree, the memoir can be read largely as a literacy narrative.
Early in her memoir, Westover discusses a range of literacies she developed as the youngest of seven children
in a homeschooled family. Although she was taught to read, her literary world consisted almost exclusively of
the Book of Mormon and other religious texts. Her other literacies included preserving food, preparing herbs,
and caring for the animals on the family farm, located on an Idaho mountain. She felt a keen sense of
belonging both to her family and to their mountain home. Westover also learned how to work in and survive
the dangerous junkyard her family owned and operated. Even though many family members sustained a
variety of horrifc accidents and injuries over the years, mostly at the junkyard or in car accidents, the family
relied entirely on natural remedies; both parents considered doctors and medicine to be sinful. Despite the
range of literacies that Westover learned at home, her parents did not value formal schooling and were
indifferent to the development of a broad understanding of science, history, or current events. The Westover
children were almost entirely self-directed in their academic studies.
As a young child, Westover fully embraced her parents’ beliefs that “government schooling” was wholly
unchristian and equivalent to brainwashing. Her brother Tyler, however, had always loved “book learning” and
decided to leave home to attend college. He could not fully articulate why he felt compelled to be the frst to
leave, and his departure intrigued Westover. She, too, began to think about pursuing higher education. After
another brother became physically abusive toward her, Tyler encouraged her to use college as an escape. She
then bought an ACT prep book, studied on her own, and did well enough on the exams to be accepted to
Brigham Young University.
Westover articulates in her memoir that once on campus, she realized how her haphazard homeschooling
experience had left her with large gaps in knowledge and no preparation for studying and taking tests. As she
improved her academic skills, she also learned methods of academic inquiry that were at odds with her
parents’ faith-based interpretations of both world and personal events.
As Westover gained a science-based worldview through her college experience, she struggled to integrate her
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new understandings with her family’s perspectives; in other words, her new literacies were at odds with her
old ones. She still felt connected to her family, but her new understanding of the world was irreconcilable with
her father’s survivalist, fundamentalist beliefs. When she refused to submit to her father’s will and return to
his rigid worldview and interpretation of Mormonism, Westover’s relationship with most of her family
members disintegrated. Instead, she used her academic literacies to examine the history of their religion in
her doctoral research. All three Westover children who left the mountain—and, to some extent, their
family—earned PhDs.
For Westover, the schism with her family was not primarily the result of her literacy learning; rather, the
relationship ruptured because she refused to repudiate her newfound knowledge as inferior to her family’s
ways of knowing. In subsequent interviews, Westover has discussed the loss she felt in being cut off from her
family and place of origin. Although many college students experience similar challenges when integrating
new ways of encountering the world with their family’s views of “how things are” or “how things should be,”
some families feel enriched by the new information, whereas others feel threatened by it.

Discussion Questions
1. What are some of the literacies that Westover learned while living at home? How might they confict with
the new ones learned away from home?
2. How might literacy learning have the potential both to separate and to unite individuals and their
communities?
3. Do you think the Westovers with PhDs are more “literate” than the ones who remained at home? Explain
your answer.
4. How are literacy and gaining new literacies related? Ambition? Desire for knowledge? Rebellion?
Dissatisfaction? Explain your answer.
5. How do your childhood literacy experiences align with Westover’s? How do they differ?
6. At this point in your college experience, have you had any encounters with ideas that confict with the value
system(s) with which you were raised, as Westover did? How do you envision navigating those differences?

3.3 Glance at Genre: The Literacy Narrative
LEARNING OUTCOMES
By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Read and compose in several genres to understand how genre conventions shape and are shaped by readers’
and writers’ practices and purposes.
• Match the capacities of different environments to varying rhetorical situations.
Over time, people have developed specifc ways of writing for particular rhetorical situations. These distinctive
ways of writing can be referred to in part as genres. You may have heard the term genre in reference to
publishing categories, such as novels or memoirs, but the term can refer to any type of writing that conforms to
specifc forms and benchmarks. Many genres include stories of different kinds—for example, folktales, short
stories, accounts of events, and biographies. As author Jonathan Gottschall says in his 2012 book of the same
title, humankind is “the storytelling animal”; people of all cultures have engaged in telling stories, both as
storytellers and as audience members. Simply put, narrative stories are essential to many genres of writing.

69

70

3 • Literacy Narrative: Building Bridges, Bridging Gaps

FIGURE 3.7 Bronwyn Vaughan, storyteller (credit: “At the foot of the storytellers chair” by Mosman Library/flickr, CC
BY 2.0)

Exploring Narrative: Elements of Storytelling
Narratives, whether about literacy or anything else, include these key elements:
• Plot. Authors of narratives tell about one or more events. In fction, the plot is the sequence of those
events. In nonfction, a plot is often referred to simply as the events, but nonfction texts follow similar plot
patterns, including exposition or introduction, a series of events leading to a climax or discovery, and
events following the climax or discovery.
• Characters. The events in the story happen to characters, or individuals who are part of the story. In
nonfction, these characters are usually real people. The audience should feel a connection to the main
character or characters. Readers may like or dislike characters, blame them or feel sorry for them, identify
with them or not. Skilled writers portray characters through the use of dialogue, actions or behavior, and
thoughts so that readers can understand what these individuals are like.
• Setting. Stories, fction and nonfction, take place in settings, which include locations, time periods, and
the cultures in which the characters or real people are immersed.
• Problem and Resolution. In narratives, the characters generally encounter one or more problems. The
tension caused by the problem builds to a climax. The resolution of the problem and the built-up tension
usually occurs near the end of the story.
• Story Arc. Most narratives have a story arc—a beginning, a middle, and an end—but not necessarily in that
order. The story arc, or order of events, may occur chronologically, or the story may begin in the middle of
the action and explain earlier events later in the sequence.

Specifc Details and Other Conventions
To immerse the audience in the story, authors provide specifc details of the scenes and action. Many authors,
and teachers, call this strategy “showing, not telling.” These aspects can include the following elements:
• Sensory Details: Full, literal or fgurative descriptions of the things that the characters see, smell, hear,
touch, and taste in their surroundings.
• Dialogue: Conversation between characters.
• Action: Vivid portrayal of the events in the story. Writers often use short sentences and strong verbs to
indicate physical or mental action.
• Engaging Language: Sentence structure and word choices, including tone (vocal attitude of the narrator
or characters), diction (language used by the narrator or characters), and varied constructions (different
kinds of sentences), that provide specifc, clear, and compelling information for the audience.
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Establishing the Signifcance
Most importantly, the audience must feel that the story has some signifcance. While the author’s main point
may only be implied, rather than stated outright as in a conventional academic essay, readers should
understand the point of the story and believe that it matters.

FIGURE 3.8 Malala Yousafzai in 2015 (credit: “Malala Yousafzai- Education for girls” by UK Department for
International Development/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY 2.0)
For example, in the prologue to her memoir about the importance of education for girls, I Am Malala: The Girl
Who Stood Up for Education and Was Shot by the Taliban (2013), Malala Yousafzai (b. 1997) writes, “The day
when everything changed was Tuesday, 9 October 2012.” Yousafzai provides reference to an exact date, the
precise moment when a Taliban gunman shot her in the head because she had spoken publicly in favor of
girls’ right to education. Identifying the date in this way is a technique that serves a variety of purposes. This
technique provides a focal point to draw the audience into the story, identifes details that serve as rising
action that the audience can assume will culminate on this date, marks the setting in both time and place for
the audience, and ultimately foreshadows a climax of action for the reader. The following elements, therefore,
are crucial for writers of narratives to consider when creating content for their writing.
• Audience. Narratives are designed to appeal to specifc audiences; authors choose storytelling elements,
details, and language strategies to engage the target audience.
• Purpose. Authors may tell stories for different reasons: to entertain, to reinforce cultural norms, to
educate, or to strengthen social ties. The same story may, and often does, fulfll more than one purpose.

3.4 Annotated Sample Reading: from Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass by Frederick Douglass
LEARNING OUTCOMES
By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Read in several genres to understand how conventions are shaped by purpose, language, culture, and
expectation.
• Use reading for inquiry, learning, critical thinking, and communicating in varying rhetorical and cultural contexts.
• Read a diverse range of texts, attending to relationships among ideas, patterns of organization, and interplay
between verbal and nonverbal elements.
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